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“Do not wait for leaders; do it alone, person to person.” Mother Teresa
My initial reaction to the first few pages of Carla Killough McClafferty’s In Defiance of Hitler: 
The Secret Mission of Varian Fry was one of interest. I had no idea who Varian Fry was or 
what he had done. McClafferty’s use of a Nazi song pulled me into the hysteria that was 
sweeping Berlin in the 1930s. I was intrigued enough to want to read more. However, as 
I was reading, the teacher in me kept wondering if my students would be interested and 
in what context I would use the book. Eventually, I forgot about my students and enjoyed 
the book just for me.
McClafferty’s writing is rather dry and appears to be quite distant. She delivers the 
material in an objective manner that almost screams for some type of analysis. Still, by 
the end of the book, I appreciated her approach. She impartially presents the material 
and allows the reader to judge Varian Fry as a person and a humanitarian. There is a 
plethora of primary source material used to weave Fry’s story. Using these sources, Mc-
Clafferty establishes the world’s view as it seeks to deal with the rise of Adolf Hitler. Fry is 
presented as an individual who clearly sees the end result of Hitler’s actions and makes it 
his mission to save as many people as possible. I was amazed at Fry’s driving persistence 
in the face of numerous obstacles. America was in denial and did not seem to realize the 
horror that Hitler’s movement presented to millions of people. Even those who supported 
Fry’s efforts continually worked against him. What I appreciate most about the book is 
how McClafferty’s depiction of Fry is honest and does not embellish or sensationalize his 
character. Fry appears to be a difficult person with which to work and, at times, seems to 
lack crucial people skills; however, he does what he can to save others without really any 
other motivation than believing it is the right thing to do. McClafferty’s narrative effectively 
examines how one person, despite his faults, can make a difference.  
I shared the book with two of my eighth grade students. Both students enjoyed the 
book and thought it could be used in the classroom. They felt the quantity of material and 
multiple characters would be easier for junior high and high school students to follow and 
to understand. One student really appreciated viewing the action through the eyes of a 
witness who was not of German or Jewish descent. She appreciated the use of pictures, 
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facts, poems, and quotes throughout 
the book. She felt the referencing of 
other books would lead her to find out 
more. The second student believed the 
book clearly explained the background 
of the story and the impact Varian Fry 
had on other people’s lives. 
McClafferty’s book is one that I 
would not use in its entirety for whole 
group instruction. Instead, I believe the 
book fits better in a thematic unit that 
requires students to investigate a topic 
or an idea. I would easily use this book 
in a unit dealing with heroes, resistance 
movements, and our country’s neutral-
ity in the beginning of World War I and 
World War II. McClafferty’s book raises 
as many questions as it answers. Why 
did Americans have such a difficult 
time grasping Hitler’s intent? Why was 
Roosevelt’s administration reluctant to do everything in its power to save lives? What makes 
some people see a problem and act while others see the same problem and turn away? 
Throughout history there are examples of men and women who have been willing to 
do what they felt was right, regardless of the consequences. Sometimes that meant going 
it alone. McClafferty’s book explores Varian Fry’s selfless mission to make a difference.
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